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Rogers: The Florida Ship Canal

THE FLORIDA SHIP CANAL PROJECT
by BENJAMIN F. ROGERS

A

FEW MILES SOUTH of Ocala four huge bridge piers tower
out of the underbrush to puzzle most tourists and many
Floridians.
These piers are monuments to a project which was
pictured the moment the Spanish realized Florida was a peninsula,
which was considered by Andrew Jackson, John Quincy Adams,
and John C. Calhoun, which was surveyed and re-surveyed during
the administrations of Calvin Coolidge and Herbert Hoover, which
was undertaken and abandoned under the leadership of Franklin
D. Roosevelt, and which still stirs the imagination of many
Floridians - the trans-Florida canal. 1
When President Roosevelt came into office in 1933, the army
engineers had completed twenty-eight surveys of possible canal
routes across Florida and had already decided that route 13-b
was the most satisfactory. On this route, ocean going vessels
would enter the canal at Jacksonville, proceed up the Saint Johns
and Oklawaha Rivers, through a cut which would pass close by
Ocala, down the Withlacoochee River and into the Gulf of Mexico
at Port Inglis. 2 Before Roosevelt’s inauguration, Floridians had
already formed the National Gulf-Atlantic Ship Canal Association
with former Army Chief-of-Staff General Charles P. Summerall
as president, had applied to the Reconstruction Finance Corporation for a loan, and had been turned down. 3 After the Public
Works Administration (PWA) and the Department of Commerce
also rejected the canal, and after an army board presented an
estimate of $208,000,000, almost twice as high as the original
appraisal, many of the lobbyists were discouraged. 4 There were,
however, enough persistent Floridians to persuade the president
that another board should study the matter. After this new board
made an estimate of $146,000,000, and when Congress appro-

1.

Kathryn Abbey Hanna, Florida, Land of Change (Chapel Hill, 1948),
183-5; Congressional Record, 76 Congress, 1 session, pp. 5502-3;
Time, Feb. 17, 1936; Venila L. Shores, “Canal Projects of Territorial
Florida,” Tallahassee Historical Society Annual, 1935, 12-16.
2. Time, Feb. 17, 1936.
3. Congressional Record, 76 Congress, 1 session, 5503.
4. Ibid, 5504.
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priated several billions for the president to spend on work relief,
the stage was set. 5
The Division of Applications and Information of the WPA
approved the canal in the summer of 1935; the Advisory Committee on Allotments gave it the green light in August; and on the
thirtieth of that month, as he was leaving for a few days at Hyde
Park, the president told the press that he thought he would
probably proceed with four or five million dollars on a purely relief basis. 6 On September 3, a hurricane struck southern Florida,
dashed the passenger boat Dixie upon a reef, and sunk her.
No lives were lost, but the president took advantage of this
dramatic incident to announce on the same day that $5,000,000
would be allocated to the beginning of the Florida Ship Canal. 7
Along the canal route, the announcement was a signal for
celebration. Sumter Lowry, chairman of the Canal Division of
the Jacksonville Chamber of Commerce, called it “one of the
greatest events that could possibly happen to the people of this
State,” and predicted that it would bring “happiness and prosperity to all.” 8 A Duval county church celebration referred to
the canal as a “holy enterprise,” and Ed Ball said that it would
“advance the commercial development of Florida by 100 years.” 9
Lieutenant-Colonel Brehon Somervell, who was put in charge of
digging the canal, called it “one of the most useful, if not the
outstanding project which has been undertaken with Works Progress funds.” 10 Representative “Lex” Green of Starke felt that the
canal would go down in history as the most important accomplishment of President Roosevelt’s administration, and Representative Millard Caldwell, speaking in superlatives, called it “the
outstanding achievement of the century.” 11 Ocala entered upon
a “bonanza era.” Hotels and restaurants were jammed. Inquiries
regarding investments poured into the Chamber of Commerce.
Stores stayed open at night and were very considerate about cash5. Ibid, 5505.
6. New York Times, Aug. 27, 1935; Florida Times Union (Jacksonville), Sept. 1, 1935 (hereafter referred to as Times Union).
7. New York Times, Sept. 4, 1935; Times Union, Sept. 4, 1935.
8. Times Union, Sept. 4, 1935.
9. Tampa Tribune, Sept. 20, 1935, 10; New York Times, Oct. 20,
1935.
10. Times Union, Sept. 7, 1935.
11. Ibid, Sept. 12, 1935; Tampa Tribune, Sept. 20, 1935.
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ing checks. At one county commission meeting, there were ten
applications to open bars. 12
Meanwhile, central and southern Florida were unhappy.
Miami and Tampa felt that if a canal were dug, it would seriously
affect their position as seaports; and the citrus growers of central
Florida were afraid that the canal would act as a huge drainage
ditch, drawing off the fresh water and perhaps even allowing salt
water seepage into the limestone which underlies the state. The
day after Roosevelt’s announcement, the Seminole County Agricultural Association met in Sanford and made plans to fight the
canal. Forming the Central and South Florida Water Conservation Committee, they requested donations from interested parties,
ran large ads in papers throughout the state asking ‘‘What Will
We Do Without Water,” requested the Federal courts to issue an
injunction, and started a campaign of protest to President Roosevelt. 13 Throughout central and southern Florida, others followed
their lead. The Bradenton Herald felt that the canal should not
be started until “every sensible objection” had been satisfied. 14
The Dade City Banner warned the people along the route that
they would be in a “heluva fix” if sea water seeped in through the
walls of the canal. 15 The Tampa Tribune felt that the project
would be a ‘‘collossal waste of money,” 16 and the Lakeland Ledger
protested that it did not care “whether Tampa, Jacksonville,
Ocala, or Yankeetown become world ports,” but that it was “concerned with the danger to the central and southern part of the
state.” 17
These complaints were somewhat disturbing to President
Roosevelt and Colonel Somervell, who reassured the opponents
of the canal with regard to the water supply and promised another geological study while work on the canal progressed. 18 In
December of 1935, this new board of experts returned a favorable
report. They said that the canal could have ‘‘no possible effect
whatever” on the water supplies of Jacksonville, Miami, Palm
12. Times Union, Sept. 18, 1935.
13. Ibid, Sept. 12, 1935; Sept. 4, 1935; New York Times, Oct. 20,
1935.
14. Quoted in Tampa Tribune, Sept. 3, 1935.
15. Quoted in ibid.
16. Ibid, Sept. 5, 1935.
17. Quoted in ibid, Sept. 17, 1935.
18. Times Union, Sept. 7, 1935; New York Times, Oct. 4, 1935.
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Beach, or Orlando, or on the artesian water resources of the state.
Although they did say that shallow farm wells near the cut would
have to be deepened, they pointed out that the canal would not
serve as a drainage ditch since the area which it would cross was
already being drained by the St. Johns and Withlacoochee Rivers.
As one of the engineers stated, the canal would have no more
effect on water drainage in the area than a scratch on the outside
would affect a water main. 19
Meanwhile, however, opposition to the canal was developing
in another region. Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes had
never favored the project. His PWA had turned it down flatly,
and the proposal to finance it with relief money, which would put
it within Harry Hopkins’jurisdiction, was doubtless distasteful
to him. As early as August 1935, he was corresponding with the
Florida opponents of the canal concerning the geological problem,
and in that month he had W. C. Mendenhall, head of the Geological Survey, dig up an old report which said that construction
of a canal would have “major effects” on the state’s water supply. 20 In December, Ickes talked with the president about the
project and noted that he “really listened for the first time, which
indicated to me that perhaps he is beginning to have some doubts
himself about the practicability of that canal.” 21 In January,
Ickes was in Miami conferring with Colonel Frank B. Shutts of
the Miami Herald, a vigorous opponent of the project. According
to Ickes, the colonel said that he was going to Washington to fight
the canal, that Senator Vandenberg of Michigan had written him
for ammunition, and that although he was a Democrat and a New
Dealer, he had to fight the administration through a Republican
senator on this measure. Ickes remarked in reply that of course
he could not say anything publicly, but that behind the scenes
he had done everything in his power to prevent the building of
the canal. 22
President Roosevelt apparently sensed that the opposition to
the canal was planning to work through Congress, for on December 17, in a press conference, he told reporters that he no longer
19. New York Times, Dec. 27, 1935.
20. Ibid, Aug. 27, 1935.
21. Harold L. Ickes, The Secret Diary of Harold L. Ickes: The First
Thousand Days, 1933-1936 (New York, 1953), 488.
22. Ibid, 502.
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planned to make large grants from the relief allotment for such
projects but rather would ask Congress to grant direct appropriations for them. 23 Following this tack, he included an item of
$12,000,000 in the army appropriation bill. Another source of
opposition immediately became apparent when the House committee ignored the president’s request and stated that its policy
was to grant specific appropriations only when the projects named
had been authorized by law. Florida’s Senator Duncan U. Fletcher, from the beginning a staunch supporter of the canal, declared
that the committee had played into the hands of the Republicans,
who had “been contending that the President was without authority to initiate these projects, and have tried to make political capital out of it.” 24 Difficulties in the Senate could be predicted as
the subcommittee on army appropriations rejected the canal 6-5
and the full committee rejected it 12-11. Senator Fletcher took
the bill to the floor, and Senator Vandenberg led the attack on it.
Armed with statements of shipping companies who said they
would not use the canal even if it were free, Vandenberg inveighed against the project as a useless waste of money and as
an infringement of the president upon the prerogatives of Congress. Tears in his eyes, Senator Fletcher begged the Senate for
the $12,000,000, but the defeat of the canal appropriation by
a vote of 39-34 constituted a reprimand to the president for starting a long-range expensive project without authorization. 25
Although the argument in Congress was mainly concerned
with the president’s alleged abuse of power, Floridians had awaited the outcome of the battle eagerly. The news of the canal’s
defeat caused sorrow in Ocala and other cities and towns along
the route, although they all immediately girded their loins to renew the fight. 26 In Miami and Tampa there was general rejoicing, and in Seminole County, citizens invoked the blessings of
God on Senator Vandenberg and sent cases of celery to those senators who had voted against the appropriation. 27 But although
they rejoiced, opponents of the canal were still concerned. The
23. New York Times, Dec. 18, 1935.
24. Ibid, Feb. 11, 1936.
25. Time, Mar. 30, 1936; New York Times, Mar. 12; Mar. 13, 1936;
Mar. 17, 1936; Mar. 18, 1936.
26. Times Union, Mar. 19, 1936.
27. Time, Mar. 30, 1936.
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Miami Daily News predicted that the “canalists” would make further efforts; the Tampa Tribune noted that they were “determined
and resourceful,” and moreover had the ear of the president; the
Sanford Herald warned that “the war is not necessarily over.” 28
Without money, Colonel Somervell prepared to close up shop,
and in the summer of 1936, work on the canal ground to a halt.
The engineers had spent $5,400,000, with which they had built
a camp named for the president, had cleared about 4000 acres
along the right of way, had moved almost 13,000,000 yards of
earth, and, as the monuments south of Ocala testify, had started
work on the bridges. 2 9 Even the opponents of the canal agreed
that the engineers had done a good job. Although the partly dug
ditch and the partly built bridges were of no value, the buildings
at Camp Roosevelt were taken over by the University of Florida
as an extension division. By 1937, this branch was enrolling
4206 students in vocational short courses, which included programs for clergymen, policemen, rural teachers, and others. 30
Although congressmen in Washington threatened to cut Harry
Hopkins’ relief appropriation and eventually received from him
assurance that no relief money would be spent on the Florida
canal, President Roosevelt refused to give up on the project. 31 On
May 26, 1936, the Senate Commerce Committee acted favorably
by a vote of 12-5 on a resolution by Senator Joseph Robinson of
Arkansas which would provide for a new survey by the engineers,
and, if the survey turned out favorably, an appropriation of $10,000,000 to continue work on the canal. Senator Vandenberg
again rose to attack the project as “indefensible exploitation, extravagance, and recklessness,” and to attack the president for ever
having started it in the first place. As he put it, Roosevelt had
gotten into hot water and wanted Congress to share the bath. This
time Vandenberg was less successful as the canal passed the Senate by a vote of 35-30. 32 Senator Fletcher, exhausted by the
fight, died shortly afterward, and on the day of his death, the
House rejected the appropriation. Many senators had voted for
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.

All from Tampa Tribune, Mar. 23, 1936.
Congressional Record, 76 Congress, 1 session, 5510-1.
Survey, Nov. 1937.
New York Times, Apr. 11, 1936.
Ibid, May 27, 1936; May 30, 1936; May 31, 1936; Newsweek, June
6, 1936.
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the canal out of respect for Fletcher, and so upon his death, the
Senate let the whole matter drop. 33
On the national scene, the canal was forgotten, but Florida
was still concerned. In the senatorial election held to fill Park
Trammel’s seat in August, the canal was still an issue. Most newspapers and magazines credited the election of Charles Andrews
to his support for the Townsend old age pension plan, but Newsweek called attention to the fact that the ship canal was a more
important issue, since both Andrews and his opponent, former
Governor Doyle Carlton, urged pensions for the aged, while Andrews had favored the canal and Carlton was silent on the issue. 34
Harris Powers, editor of the Ocala Morning Banner, commended
the magazine for its analysis, and pointed out that although Andrews received a majority of only 4,600 in the state, he received
a majority of 6,000 in the six counties of the canal district. 35 In
other words, the canal had elected Andrews and as United States
senator he was to fight vigorously for its completion.
November of 1936 brought the canal into the public eye
again. Another board of army engineers approved the project,
this time raising the ante to $163,000,000 exclusive of the cost
of the land. 36 The New York Times reported “general rejoicing
along most of the canal route from Jacksonville to Ocala,” but it
also noted that Senator Vandenberg was vacationing in Miami,
where he was looked to as the main hope of the canal’s opponents. 37 At hearings held in December, the old arguments were
repeated more vociferously; the Audubon Society added its voice
to the opposition on the grounds that the water problem would
seriously affect the wild life of central Florida; 38 and the railroads “were frank enough to object to the canal on purely selfish
grounds, pointing out that such a waterway would take business
from them.” 39
In spite of the opposition, Major General M. Markham, Chief
of Engineers, gave his blessing to the project in April, 1937,
although he again raised the price - this time to $198,000,000.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.

Time, June 29, 1936.
Newsweek, Aug. 22, 1936.
Letter to Newsweek, Sept. 12, 1936.
Newsweek, Nov. 28, 1936; New York Times, Nov. 22, 1936.
New York Times, Nov. 22, 1936.
Bird Lore, Jan.-Feb., 1937; cf. Mar.-Apr., 1936; May-June, 1937.
New York Times, Dec. 27, 1936; cf. Newsweek, Dec. 26, 1936.
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Business Week remarked wearily: “Banquo’s ghost had nothing on
the Florida ship canal, which is back in the news again after being killed off by heavy oratory during the last session of Congress.” 40 In Congress, however, the bill was shelved, much to
the relief of the canal’s opponents.
Even in Florida, the canal was almost forgotten as 1938 appeared on the scene. In a senatorial primary in May, according
to Time magazine, all the candidates shunned the issue until election day approached. Then Claude Pepper, throwing caution to
the winds, came out for the project, accused the other candidates
of “pussyfooting,” and was elected by a clear majority in the first
primary. 41
In spite of all his trials and tribulations, President Roosevelt
still had not given up. In January, 1939, he wrote a letter to the
chairman of the House Rivers and Harbors Committee in which
he urged the completion of the project. Factions in Florida, dormant since the last abandonment, were aroused. The Jacksonville
Journal was joyous: “Hope springs again in the breasts of Jacksonville people - hope that the Florida canal will be built and
make of this city one of the world’s greatest seaports.” 42 The
Tampa Tribune retorted sarcastically: “As for Jacksonville, that
city has the advantage of being occupied by some of the world’s
greatest optimists.” 43 The Gallup poll reported that half the people in the country did not know anything about the canal and
that, of those who did, 75% were opposed to it. 44
This time, the big argument for the canal in Congress was
national security, and the New York Times predicted “little doubt
that the military needs will be dinned into the ears of Congress
. . . in the present agitated state of Europe.” 45 Again Senator
Vandenberg played his old familiar tunes, but this time he emphasized the issue of economy in government, and many Democrats joined him on the grounds that one state should not get so
much patronage in a single lump. When the canal was beaten in
the Senate on May 17, 1939, by a vote of 45-36, the Times
40. Business Week, Apr. 10, 1937.
41. Time, May 2, 1938; May 16, 1938.
42. Quoted in Tampa Tribune, Jan. 23, 1939; cf. New York Times,
Jan. 22, 1939.
43. Tampa Tribune, Jan. 23, 1939.
44. New York Times, Feb. 12, 1939.
45. Ibid, Apr. 18, 1939.
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called it a feather in Vandenberg’s cap and suggested that his victorious fight against the administration might help make the Michigan senator a Republican candidate for president in 1940. 46
With war in Europe, minds and energies were directed into
new channels, but in 1941, the canal project reappeared in the
Senate in the form of a bill offered by Senator Sheppard of Texas
and in the House as one item of the Rivers and Harbors omnibus
bill. Time magazine observed: “The House Rivers & Harbors
Committee, traditional Congressional gravy boat (composed of
members who never let their right hands know what their lefts
are doing), last week dusted off the defunct old $150,000,000
Florida Ship Canal, named it a defense project, urged an authorization.” 47 The bill, however, did not come to a vote.
Two years later, the project appeared in a new guise - as a
$44,000,000 - barge canal, which would make it possible to ship
oil to the northeast without venturing into open water, and thus
to ease the wartime fuel shortage in that section of the country.
Senator Styles Bridges of New Hampshire, who had been one of
the most vociferous opponents of the canal in its previous appearances, was now one of its most vigorous supporters. During
the war, however, there were too many obstacles. The canal
would use too much manpower, too many strategic materials, and
would take too long to build. 48 Although Congressman “Lex”
Green cited a contractor who said he had plenty of men and could
dig a canal in ten months if only he could get “a little priority,” 49
he was overpowered by the opposition, and again the canal went
by the board.
It was not until late in 1956 that the barge canal was revived when the Florida Geological Survey and the Ship Canal
Authority of the State of Florida (which is holding the right-ofway) received a traffic analysis drawn up for them by Gee and
Jenson, Consulting Engineers, Inc., of West Palm Beach. 50 This
report calls attention to a document of the 84th Congress which,
in the interest of national security, urges that “the connection of
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.

Ibid, May 12, 1939; May 13, 1939; May 8 , 1939; Time, May 22,
1939; May 29, 1939.
Time, June 2, 1941.
Ibid, Apr. 19, 1943.
New York Times, Apr. 2, 1943.
Traffic Analysis and Estimated Tonnage Prospectus of the CrossState Florida Barge Canal (West Palm Beach, 1956.)
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the Atlantic Intracoastal Waterway with that of the Gulf by the
construction of a connecting waterway across northern Florida
should be prosecuted with dispatch.” 51 Stressing the economic
advantages which would accrue to Florida as the result of the
construction of such a barge canal, the report also endeavors to
answer the old criticisms. In order to avoid disturbing the water
table, the canal would be a lock canal, and Robert Vernon of the
Florida Geological Survey feels that this would be an adequate
guarantee. 52 In order to gain the support of Tampa, Gee and
Jenson advocate an extension of the Gulf inland waterway to that
port, while they try to woo Miami by pointing out that such a
canal would make possible the construction of an aluminum extrusion plant in Florida and a great saving to Miami consumers
of that commodity. 5 3 They also point out that southeast Florida
consumes 30,000 tons of premium beer annually which comes
in by truck or rail, and which would cost $.42 less a case if it
were moved by barge. 5 4 The trans-Florida canal issue is still very
much alive.
And so we have come as far as we can in our story - a story
of a ditch which was never dug, but which nevertheless split a
state in two; a story of a project which never received an appropriation from Congress although it had the continued support of
one of our nation’s most powerful presidents; a story of controversy among lobbyists, economists, geologists, military men, and
politicians. It is a story of great local and national significance.
And it is a story whose last chapter has not yet been written.
51. The Panama Canal, the Sea Level Project and National Security,
House Document 446, 84 Congress, 2 session.
52. Interview with Dr. Vernon.
53. Gee and Jenson, Traffic Analysis, 1, 37, 53.
54. Ibid, 36-7.
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